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Much has been said about Isabel de Villena and how she favors Christ's interaction with women in her Vita Christi.1 I will look afresh at how Sor Isabel treats two of the female saints who meet Christ, Mary Magdalene and Martha of Bethany.2 I also contrast how other writers in the same tradition narrate their stories, not to determine how Isabel de Villena's work is derivative but, rather, to show how the differences illuminate her authority and purpose as an author. By emphasizing points of divergence, I aim to determine her priorities, as she guides her nuns' steps towards the heavenly kingdom which awaits them. I will use the stories of Martha and Mary to show how she fashions her sex, trying to discern how she constructs female identity and how she fashions her own self through the pages of the Vita Christi.
In the Middle Ages, Mary Magdalene was the stuff of legend. She was a woman of extremes, for she sinned so gravely and was so deeply contrite that she became about Mary Magdalene about which Joan Fuster writes in his introduction: "Es tracta de una lliçó, o de unes lliçons, ben radicades en la doctrina que s'hi predicava: la conversió-penediment, l'oblacíó generosa, l'actitud contemplativa, la companya fidel en els moments abruptes del drama. Hi ha, encara, l'escena gratificatòria del noli me tangere" (It is a matter of a lesson or lessons well rooted in doctrine being preached there: conversion and penitence; generous giving, attitude of contemplation, faithful presence at key moments of the drama). Joan Fuster, "Jaume Roig i Isabel de Villena," in Misògins i enamorats, ed. Albert Hauf, Biblioteca Joan Fuster, vol. 6 (Alzira: Bromera, 1995 the prime example of the penitent sinner pardoned by and beloved of her Lord. She was also the contemplative par excellence.3 Her renowned penitence led her to close relationship with the Lord, enabling her to stand by as a witness to his death, to anoint his body before and after death, and to be present as first witness to his Resurrection.4 She was the preacher whose words and deeds led to the conversion of Provence.5 Legend placed her grave in several different cities.6 Mary Magdalene was enormously popular in Valencia in the late 15th century.7 About Martha of Bethany, less has been written, but legends about her life as a preacher also exist.8
